flourishing on a diet of maize and amaranth. The Aztecs' religious ceremonies included creating idols made of amaranth paste and eating them. By doing so, they became one with the god. Also, rulers and high priests were offered tons of amaranth seed in tribute every year. Warriors were given amaranth to help increase their strength and endurance. The Spanish quickly recognized the importance of amaranth in the daily life of the Aztecs and immediately ordered the destruction of the idols, the burning of the fields, and the death penalty for those who dared to cultivate or eat the "pagan" grain (6) . Thus, unfortunately, during the Spanish colonial times, it almost disappeared until around the 1970s, when interest in this so called "mystical grain of the Aztecs," "super grain of the Aztecs," and the "golden grain of the Gods" resurfaced. In the meantime, amaranth had spread around the world and became established in places such as Africa, India, and Nepal. Recently, amaranth has begun to be grown by a much larger number of farmers around the world, such as in China, Russia, parts of Eastern Europe, and South America, and it is reemerging as an important crop in Mexico.
According to the Thomas Jefferson Agricultural Institute, the primary attraction of the crop to both earlier civilizations and modern consumers is the highly nutritious, golden seed (7). Amaranth seeds are unusually high in protein for a nonlegume, running around 14 to 16% protein (Table I) . Even better, the protein is well balanced in amino acids, and it is high in lysine, an amino acid that is not commonly present in most grains. Industrial and consumer interest in amaranth as a food ingredient has been primarily due to its positive nutritional characteristics (Tables I and II) , and perhaps, some of the interest is related to its colorful history as a "rediscovered" grain. Market demand for amaranth has fluctuated, but there is an increased use of the crop as a whole grain ingredient for breakfast cereals, snack foods, and multi-grain bread products (7) . Although amaranth products are typically sold in health food and specialty stores, it is slowly making its way into the mainstream as a component of multigrain foods. According to NuWorld Amaranth, one of the United States' main buyers of amaranth, between 2003 and 2006 there was a 300% increase in sales of amaranth, and Bob's Red Mill (2), another U.S.-based company that sells alternative wheatfree grains, saw a 25% increase in sales in [2005] [2006] . Although quinoa has been driving the bulk of the growth, amaranth will continue to catch up.
Back to the Basics
Amaranth is gaining popularity due to its gluten-free properties and its classification as a recommended whole grain. However, this is not the only or, perhaps, the most important application. One of the major benefits of this grain has been reviving its production and consumption within communities that had lost the habit of consuming it in addition to promoting the commercial production of this grain to alleviate the poverty in areas where it is grown. The Organization Puente a la Salud Comunitaria (Bridge to Community Health; 4) is a nongovernmental organization operating in Oaxaca, Mexico. Puente is dedicated to raising awareness among the local population about the causes and effects of malnutrition and promoting amaranth as a culturally significant, highly nutritious, and potentially income-generating alternative for crop diversification and food security. Puente's Training Farmers project promotes the cultivation of amaranth as an economically viable alternative. Because of increasing demand, the market value of raw amaranth seed is about 12 pesos per kilo (approx. US$1). A farmer can expect to yield between 1,000 and 2,000 kilos of amaranth seed per hectare, so its production can greatly contribute to income generation (6) . According to a local study, regionally, the current market value can make farmers much more money than other crops, with a net profit more than 10 times that of growing corn, oats, or wheat.
According to Puente, in Mesoamerica, this plant is uniquely positioned in the fight against malnutrition. Since it is a native grain, it has developed resistance to heat and drought that can devastate other crops in the same region. It uses the C-4 photosynthesis process so it can survive with much less water than other regional crops such as corn and beans. Amaranth was selected because it is considered one of the best suited crops to address certain health problems in rural Oaxaca. In addition to its use solely as a grain, the combination of amaranth seeds with corn, a major component of the local diet, forms a complete protein. Fresh amaranth leaves are also edible and contain calcium, phosphorus, and vitamin C. A study performed by San Miguel de Proyectos Agropecuarios reported that 1,000 malnourished children eating the equivalent of only 20 g of amaranth grain daily for one year recovered at a rate of 61.70%, while the control group only recovered at a rate of 15.33%. Thus, amaranth has been considered viable for this type of project.
This type of project proves that rescuing ancient grains and positioning them with a new outlook may be very useful, not only in improving the diet of consumers in developing countries but also generating income and alleviating basic health problems in developing countries. Hopefully, the new global market trends coupled with different production alternatives will provide new opportunities to those farmers that need them the most.
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